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Abstract 
A community-academic partnership program between USM academician, State Education and USM medical student was 
designed to improve communication skills among secondary school children. Evaluation was done on the impacts of the program 
on communication skills based on MySTAR inventory. A pre-post quasi-experimental study design was done. The MySTAR was 
administered to participants before and after the program. The highest improvement was seen in communicating English and the 
least in communicating Malay. The program is a smart-partnership approach that involves group and peer support with role 
model by the medical students to improve communication skill in the school children. 
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1. Introduction 
Communication skills have become increasingly important not only for the  professional but also the  non-
professionals (Deveugele et al., 2005; Yahaya, 2009). It is a set of skills that enables a person not only to have the 
ability to use language (receptive) but also to express (expressive)  and convey information so that it is received and 
understood and (Sheikh Hamzah, Mat Pa, & Sepher, 2010). Effective communication skills really depend on how a 
person voice up their thought to another person, through what medium the communication occur, how a person 
interpret the information delivered, how well a person listen to another feedback and how do the information 
provider use the feedback given (Sheikh Hamzah et al., 2010).  In other word, communication skills is a complex 
process, thus one really need to learn how to communicate effectively, otherwise information send or received will 
be wrongly interpreted and understood. 
Most of Kelantanese are Malays and their secondary school students have shown high achievement in the 
national examinations (Rahman et al., 2012; Yaacob, Ibrahim et al., 2012; Yaacob, Rahim et al., 2012; Yusoff et al., 
2012). However, it appears that most of them are lacking in communication skills, mainly in English. As a result, in 
some ways, it affects their performance during interviews to further their studies. Likewise, a study reported that 
communication skills associated with academic achievement, thus it was recommended that communication skills 
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should be introduced as early as possible (Yahaya, 2009). However, teaching communication skills to students is a 
very challenging task (Deveugele et al., 2005) 
The School of Medical Sciences (SMS), Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM) has a pool of resources in academia. 
As an academic institution, it also has the social responsibility of sharing resources specifically to enhance the level 
of education to the surrounding community. Likewise, there are also medical students who are trained to become 
future leaders and are conversant with working with the public. These students formed the Medical Student 
Facilitator Team (MSFT), consisting of student volunteers, who actively seeks out interested secondary schools in 
and outside Kelantan to organize motivational workshops (Rahman et al., 2012; Yaacob, Ibrahim et al., 2012; 
Yusoff et al., 2012)..  
These expertise and experience are now put into greater use when the Ministry of Higher Education (MOHE) 
approved a grant under the Knowledge Transfer Program. The result is the USM-JPNK (Jabatan Pendidikan Negeri 
Kelantan) community partnership program, whose main aim is to engage all the resources available in SMS USM 
for the benefit of the community. Through this partnership program, academicians, medical students and secondary 
school teachers are expected to share their resources for developing and nurturing communication skills of 
secondary school students. This partnership program will serve as a platform for USM medical students to develop 
their communication skills that is essential for their future career (Boelen; Deveugele et al., 2005). “I give therefore 
I gain, I teach therefore I learn” is the theme for this partnership program. It reflects its sincere agenda to develop 
future human capital that benefits the country, society and religion. 
This evaluation was designed to answer five questions which were 1) do the participants’ English 
communication skills improved after the program? 2) Do the participants’ Malay communication skills improved 
after the program? 3) Do the participants’ listening skills improved after the program? 4) do the participants’ 
confident level to voice up opinion improved after the program? and 5) do the participants’ level of teamwork skills 
improved after the program? The authors hypothesized that a significant improvement of the five measured outcome 
could be seen after the DPST. 
2. Method 
A pre-post quasi-experimental study was conducted on 422 secondary school students from 3 secondary schools 
from different districts of Kelantan state, Malaysia had agreed to participate. They underwent a program known as 
“Discovering Potential for Sustainable Transformation (DPST)”program at different occasions and intervals.  
The program runs in a series of three sessions module; 1) Maximizing Personality (Yusoff et al., 2012), 2) self-
transformation (Yaacob, Ibrahim et al., 2012), and 3) Interfacing Strategies (Rahman et al., 2012). The program 
activities include small group discussion, discussions after video session and group-task activities. It was entirely 
facilitated by the USM MSFT that constitutes 82 medical students from various years of study. The medical students 
were trained to implement the DPST module by the authors. The program was run within 2 days. The activities were 
held mainly in English language, but participants who have difficulty to express his / her opinion can do so in proper 
Bahasa Malaysia language which later will be translated back into English by the facilitator or moderator of the 
session. 
Permission to conduct the evaluation was obtained from the Kelantan State Education and Ministry of Higher 
Education. My-Self-Transformation and Reflection (MySTAR) inventory was designed to give visual reflection of 
the participant’s achievement of each soft skill area. The visual effect will be reflected thru the shape of star-like 
diagram which will facilitates the student’s self- reflection of his / her ability and potentials (figure 1).  It ask each 
students to do self reflection on his / her confidence in  five areas related to communications which were 
communication in English, communication in Malay, voicing out opinion, listening to other opinion, and  working 
in a team. Each of items was scored based on scale that ranged from 0 (not confident at all) to 100 (very confident). 
High score indicated a high level of self-confident and vice versa. The inventory was administered to all participants 
before the program started in a small group facilitated by a medical student where the participants had to mark each 
scale and join the scale to form the star-like diagram. It was administered again to the participants at the end of the 
program where they will mark again similarly but with different line. This will then visualized to them the changes 
of their ability by either inflating the star shape, which means positive change, or shrinking of the shape, which 
means negative change.  
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Data was entered and cleaned using Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 19. Prior to analysis 
of the measured outcomes, the exploratory factor analysis and reliability analysis were performed to test the 
construct validity and the internal consistency of the items included in MySTAR respectively. The items of 
MySTAR were considered as having construct validity if the entire item loaded under similar construct. The items 
of MySTAR were considered as having acceptable internal consistency if the Cronbach’s alpha value ranged from 
0.5 to 0.7 and very good internal consistency if more than 0.7 (Field, 2009; Nunally, 1978; Piaw, 2009). Paired-t test 
was performed to test the mean difference between pre and post measurement scale results. Assumptions for paired-t 




Figure 1: The Self-Transformation and Reflection (MySTAR) inventory. 
3. Result 
Table 1: Comparisons of mean different between pre and post measurement by MySTAR items. 
 
Item1 Mean (SD) Mean diff 95% CI for Mean 
diff 
t-stat (df) p-value2 
Work in a team      
      Pre 78.65 (18.24) -12.53 -13.87, -11.20 -18.45 (404) < 0.001       Post 91.19 (12.67) 
Communicate in English      
      Pre 52.48 (18.30) -19.98 -21.37, -18.58 -28.07 (404) < 0.001       Post 72.46 (16.70) 
Communicate in Malay      
      Pre 83.52 (16.61) -9.85 -11.09, -8.61 -15.63 (404) < 0.001       Post 93.37 (11.05) 
Voice out my opinion      
      Pre 62.59 (17.17) -18.40 -19.69, -17.10 -27.98 (404) < 0.001       Post 80.99 (14.27) 
Listen to others opinion      
      Pre 81.11 (15.34) -10.86 -12.07, -9.66 -17.76 (404) < 0.001       Post 91.98 (11.50) 
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1The score for each item ranged from 0 (not confident at all) to 100 (very confident). 2Paired-t test: significant p-value was set at 0.05. 
Mean diff = mean difference between pre-post measurement 
 
Exploratory factor analysis was done by principal axis factoring with promax rotation showed that all of the 5 
items were extracted under one construct without force extraction. The factor loadings of items ranged from 0.40 to 
0.72, which are acceptable factor loadings (Field, 2009; Piaw, 2009). The KMO value was 0.76 and Bartlett’s 
sphericity test was significant (p<0.001), indicating the factor analysis acceptably yielded a distinct and reliable 
construct (Field, 2009; Piaw, 2009). Reliability analysis showed that the Cronbach’s alpha value for the 5 items of 
MySTAR was 0.72, indicating an acceptable level of internal consistency (Field, 2009; Nunally, 1978; Piaw, 2009). 
These results showed that MySTAR has good psychometric properties to measure the intended measurement 
outcomes.  
A total of 405 (96%) participants responded completely to MySTAR. Majority of them were Form 5 students 
[296 (73.1%)] and male students [259 (64%)].  
All the five areas improved significantly after the program (table 1). The highest improvement was seen in 
communicating English and the least improvement was seen in communicating in Malay, while other areas 
demonstrated improvement in between the two areas. 
4. Discussion 
Teaching communication skills to students is a real challenge to teachers (Deveugele et al., 2005) because it 
requires a lot of student involvement in term of commitment and motivation to practice what are taught (Yahaya, 
2009), in particular when it come to communication through foreign languages such English. Therefore, an effective 
and interactive approach to teach communication skills is a real need to overcome this challenge. The immediate 
feedback to the students also can partly add on the motivation to practice and learning (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). 
Our analysis showed the most improvement after the program was noted for self-confidence level to 
communicate in English. Despite it is the lowest scored before the program, but yet it improved far greater than 
other areas except for self-confidence level of voicing up own opinion to others. This finding indicates that the 
program successfully achieves its goals to help the participants to have more confidence to speak in English. There 
are three factors that might explain why this program successfully instils confidence to the participants to 
communicate in English. First, the roles of peers support to provide a favourable medium for students to practice 
communication in English. Second, the students have developed a clear self-concept about their own potential thus 
motivate them to communicate even in different language (Yahaya, 2009). Lastly, providing opportunity for them to 
rehearse and practice what have been learnt is good way to improve communication. One lesson learnt from this 
finding is that schools should provide a favourable environment that encourages students to communicate in 
English. It is worth highlighting that theory without practicing is inefficient, however theory background is required 
for a good practice (Deveugele et al., 2005). 
Another interesting finding was that the participants showed a substantial improvement to voice out their opinion 
to others. It indicates that, after the program over, they are more confidence to speak up their thoughts to others. 
This is an important stepping stone because delivering information with a high level of self-confidence is a key for 
effective communication (Sheikh Hamzah et al., 2010). Obviously, if a person delivering message with confidence, 
people who are listening will be more attentive to the information being delivered and subsequent will minimize 
distorted interpretation about the information delivered. Likewise, those who can communicate confidently will be 
more successful to deliver message effectively with less ambiguity (Sheikh Hamzah et al., 2010). This finding adds 
another evidence to support the positive impacts of the program on the participants’ communication skills. 
Last but not least, our data found that the least significant improvement was noted for listening to other opinion 
and communicate in Malay language. These are expected finding because they have been listening and 
communicating in Malay since there were in primary school. Thus they have developed a high level of self-
confidence to communicate in Malay as well as to listen to other opinion. On lesson learnt from these findings is 
that, if we cultivate and instil the good communication skills as early as possible, they will eventually develop more 
confidence to communicate effectively particularly in English (Yahaya, 2009). Listening skill on the other hand 
needs more patience which may be difficult to expect much in this age group of people. 
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Despite these encouraging impacts of the program on the student community, several limitations should be 
highlighted for future reference. First, there was no control group for comparison, thus the result would not reflect 
the true impact of the DPST. Therefore, future study with a comparable control should be carried out to verify the 
‘true’ impact of the program on communication skills. Second, the post measurement was done immediately after 
the program over which might compromise the accuracy of the result due to the participants were in euphoric state 
that might lead to ‘generosity bias’ (i.e. overrating). Therefore, longer follow up measurement should be done to 
confirm the sustainable impact of the program. Lastly, the sampling method was non-probability sampling that may 
compromise the generalisability of the results to other student populations. Therefore, future study should use 
probability sampling method to verify credential of this study finding. Based on the limitations, the results of this 
study should be interpreted with caution and any attempt to generalize the findings should be done within its 
context.  
5. Conclusion and recommendation 
This evaluation demonstrated the benefits of the program on the communication and teamwork skills of the 
secondary school students in Kelantan. Continued evaluation is required to look at the long-term benefits of such 
program on the real communication performance of the students. Last but not least, the partnership program is a 
promising approach to improve the standard of communication skills among students. 
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